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Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) is a coherent capability that provides decision makers with decision quality information and provides the foundation for military operations across the spectrum. ISR has been a function of airpower from its inception.  From the earliest Civil War observation balloons, to artillery spotters in WWI, to Forward Air Contollers and “Thud” pilots in Vietnam, to fighter pilots in every war in which they have participated, to  UAS platform operators today, airpower executors have used the inherent advantages speed, maneuverability, and range of airpower capabilities not just to apply power through attack, but also to apply power through knowledge gained of the battlespace through active and passive, conscious and subconscious ISR.  That knowledge gained by turning information gathered during reconnaissance and surveillance into actionable intelligence helps planners and decision makers refine ongoing operations and predict requirements for future operations.  The force with the best ISR capability, properly applied and integrated will have the distinct advantage in all military operations. Understanding how best to integrate operations and intelligence for all force components, but especially for airpower because of its reach and perspective is the current challenge.
Whether the primary mission is to find what is important or attack what is important, airpower has always needed precise information. Whether it was information allowing an aircrew to target another aircraft in aerial combat, or a missile crew to target an ICBM on a target half a world away, or an integrated ISR team using UAS, space-based platforms, cyber capabilities, and manned airpower capabilities to build a pattern-of-life knowledge of a key adversary, gathering information requires an operational mindset equivalent to  the traditional skills of dropping bombs.
Throughout airpower history, Airmen have occasionally blurred the lines between gathering information on the one hand and attacking targets on the other.  Regardless what we called the mission, in all conflicts since WWI, we have sent armed reconnaissance aircraft to find information with the mission to attack specific targets or the option to attack targets of opportunity.  And regardless of what we called the mission, in all conflicts since WWI, aircrews tasked with a primary attack mission have brought back actionable information which was debriefed to intelligence professionals, written into mission reports and forwarded through intelligence channels to fuse with other information to increase situational awareness up and down the chain of command.

Somewhere along the line, we made a subtle shift from integration toward separation of operations and intelligence and inadvertently created more insulated “stove-pipes.”  We have today an unnatural separation between “Ops” and “Intel.”  Today, some do not want to use the term armed reconnaissance because it might insinuate the primary mission is intel and “intel people shouldn’t be attacking targets.”  Others do not like the idea that bombs are put on “intel” platforms that ought to be tasked for intel and not target attack.  The USAF has created the term “armed overwatch” to press forward in the fight and to avoid any mess resulting from turf battles and to delineate between two equally important, but separate missions.  We do not need new terms. We need instead to reintegrate key capabilities into a coherent whole and provide those integrated capabilities to the Joint Force Commander to conduct military operations across the spectrum, from Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief to major combat operations.
Part of the problem is that we continue to change terminology and are not consistent in our use of terms.  We don’t speak the same language.  For example, the USAF and the joint community have not agreed on what “armed overwatch” means; it is not defined in doctrine and it is not being used consistently.

To that end, here is how planners at the Combined Air Operations Center see the difference:

· Armed Reconnaissance - armed platform performing ISR working in front of/disconnected from ground maneuver units and has the ability to kill targets of interest without requirement for coordination with ground forces. Bottom line: not very useful in a counter insurgency where ground forces are often in close contact in multiple locations thus requiring deconfliction between targets and friendly forces
· Armed Overwatch - armed platform that is performing ISR working in direct coordination with a ground maneuver force dedicated to supporting that ground maneuver force. Bottom line: useful in a counter insurgency because the ground maneuver force helps to separate the friendly from the neutral from the hostiles on the 'battlefield' over which the ISR asset is specifically tasked to support.

But this separation of terms is based not on the task but on who must be in the coordination loop.  Whether aircrew flying either a manned or unmanned aircraft coordinate with ground forces in contact or fly independently, they gather information and happen to be armed.  This is not a kitchen fight between 14Ns and 11Fs.  We need to recognize the common objectives and move beyond separations of terms.
Internally the USAF must recognize that we are no longer and never again will be a force that can devote specific assets solely to single roles. Externally, as we present forces and capabilities to the Joint Force Commander, we need to provide the Airman’s perspective through presentation of integrated capabilities to create desired effects. Perhaps a helpful analogy would be to think about the relationship between ISR and attack in much the same way we discuss the relationship between air-to-air capabilities and air-to-ground capabilities using multirole aircraft.  There is always a primary mission but there are many secondary capabilities available.  The primary mission is a function of command – commanders balance risk and limited assets to achieve effects and apportion forces accordingly.  Use of the other capabilities has traditionally been well bounded within orders (such as an ATO).  Whether it is a B-1 imaging locations through a targeting pod after dropping weapons, or a Reaper firing missiles after surveilling a target of interest, commanders decide which mission is primary or secondary.
We must go further in our conceptualization of integrated capabilities airpower .  The USAF must move beyond the concept of primary-secondary missions towards a concept of seamless operations; when we send forces on missions to attack targets, whether they are air-to-air or air-to-ground, the time spent actually attacking targets is very short compared to the time the "attackers" conduct ISR.  In this sense we mean everything from aircrews checking their sensors against the expected threat to looking out of the aircraft with their eyes and noting what they see and perceive.
ISR is not gathering data for data sake.  ISR as a key component of everything we do.  That is why ISR is operations.  It has always been part of operations but we artificially separated the conduct of operations based on who was doing what.  Today, sorties tasked for theater collection are coordinated through the Joint Collection Management Board, while strike sorties are coordinated through the CAOC.  So if the air component wants to retain tasking authority over an asset, some would argue that by calling it something other than ISR collection, we can retain control of out assets.  But that is also too narrow a line of thought.
Through technology we now have the ability to merge the capabilities and execution into one team conducting multiple operations simultaneously, ISR and attack, ISR and personnel recovery, mobility and ISR, seamlessly.  Whether through locally-produced ability to send Harm Targeting System-collected data via modem from F-16s to ISR collection platforms in the 1990s or today’s designed integration of sensors on F-22s and F-35s, planners and commanders must start thinking of multiple tasks on single missions for every sortie planned and flown.  When we posture airpower around the approach that every attacker is a collector and every collector is a potential attacker, we can maximize operational effectiveness for the entire joint force. 
The core of this issue centers on the AF’s internal ability to understand that we integrate capabilities to create effects. While you can couch this in JFACC and CENTCOM J2 terms and issues, internally Airmen need to get this right before trying to present a coherent capability to the JFC. While we can agree that the CFACC has a TACS issue (and yes, we need to figure out who tasks the ISR and non-ISR assets and why there are two tasking processes) internally we have issues too...and we need to resolve those before we try to educate the Joint force.
The real point is that ops and intel are joined at the hip, married by profession, and always mutually supportive. It is time for our culture(s) to accept this. An armed UAV is just another multi-role aircraft, albeit one that submits its mission report (MISREP) continuously while it is aloft instead of after landing.  It has an OODA loop all its own, but all other systems have their own OODA loops as well. 

If we may extrapolate from Clausewitz and Boyd, the armed UAV may seem unique (for now), but its operation follows the same common logic as other weapons throughout history and across cultures: You observe the enemy, you orient yourself in the scheme of things, you decide on a course of action, and you act by firing (or not)...followed by more observing, orienting, and so on.

Rather than changing the vocabulary to suggest a different logic or some entirely new rationale, it is far better to demonstrate through academic pros that armed UAVs performing Armed Recce are simply a normal evolution of airpower and one of its time-honored missions. In fact, armed UAVs are the most economical use of airpower in such a role precisely because they are unmanned, enjoy incredible loiter time, and are relatively cheap vehicles compared to manned platforms.

Our very own Hap Arnold was the father of the armed UAV. He worked a project back in WWI called "the bug" which was an armed UAV of sorts. Although it did not provide feedback to operators in the rear, it did find its own target. For more information on this, please reference Maj Dik Daso, Architects of American Air Supremacy: General Hap Arnold and Dr Theodore van Karman (AU Press: Maxwell AFB, AL, Sep 1997), 81-82.  As evidenced there, the armed UAV has been a dream of Airmen since the very first years of our flying experience.

We can anticipate the day when there is no ATO, just a prioritized list of target types loaded into swarms of UAVs that scour the battlespace striking fixed targets, answering calls for fire (CAS, INT, or SA), tracking targets of interest, and providing multi-sensor descriptions of all that they observe. No Airman dies and we do not mourn the loss of unmanned assets. Initially launched as Armed Recce, the swarm comes back having performed all the missions of airpower simultaneously.
When considering this potential future, it seems inappropriate to argue over terms and “ownership”.  While we have to prepare for the next war, we must fight and win the one we are in.  We must also realize that those efforts are not mutually exclusive.
